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Chapter1 

In 1862 Joe Horton was fifteen years old. His parents were as poor as church mice. They had a little cabin on the south side of Mt. Vernon, Illinois. Some of the other boys were talking about running off and joining up with Captain Carr of the Third Illinois Calvary. One of Joe’s uncles, Thomas Tolbert, had joined up with Captain Carr, commander of the Third Illinois Calvary 1 Company.  

We snuck away one night. It must have been in July for it was warm that night. We took our horses, the clothes on our backs and our pea-shooters, which were just big enough to kill a bird or a squirrel. Most of them were homemade. Nearly every farm had a forge and anvil. The pea-shooters were easy to build although not very pretty. We even made our own black powder out of charcoal and salt, which was easy to come by. We had to trade for Sulphur because there weren’t any deposits in our area, and the local doctor always had some. Of course the guns were all smooth bore and flint lock, not very accurate, but at close range they could get the job done. 

We were gone two days before we came upon a military camp. We asked if they were the Third Illinois Calvary and told the Captain that we wanted to join up. He just lined up and said, “Hold up your right hand, boys.” He swore is into service and said we had to serve two years. The pay was twelve and a half cents per day, with no time off. We wrote down our names and ages, the town in Illinois we were from, and the date of July 10, 1862. 

“Pile your old clothes up with your boots and guns and get naked as a jaybird,” we were told. Someone poured water and some kind of powder on us. It had to have been flea powder because that’s what it smelled like. We were issued new blue uniforms, wool socks and boots, along with new long guns with rifled barrels and leather pouches for powder and balls. Damn, we looked pretty good. 

They marched us until I thought my feet were going to fall off. I finally said, “Captain, we brought our horses and wanted to join the Calvary, not the Infantry.” 

The Captain said, “Why didn’t you say you had horses?” He pointed out Captain Carr and said, “Go see him.” 

It took us about a minute to get our mounts and see Carr. He looked us over and asked if we could shoot and ride at the same time. I spurred my hose and ran him under some sycamore trees. I shot a squirrel and caught it as it fell from the tree. It never touched the ground. I rode back to Carr. 

“Can you other boys shoot like that?” he asked. 

“Yes,” they all said. 

“Well then shoot me a squirrel supper,” Carr said. 

We took out and had a pile of squirrels before too long. Car had some other men clean them, with some complaining going on. Carr told the men, “When you learn to shoot like these boys, you can get off cleaning duty.” 

The next day we started moving south. I heard Captain Carr say that we were headed to Pea Ridge. I’d heard of it before and knew it was some place in Arkansas. We got into our first fight with those southern boys that lasted nearly two months, according to the moon changes. Some of those southern boys were pretty good shots. We lost one of our own and were down to four. 

After the battle at Pea Ridge Captain Carr said we were headed to Tennessee to join up with General Sherman. He said we were going to burn the south out one town at a time. If I’d had any idea what the war was about, you couldn’t have dragged me within a hundred miles of it.  

I lost two more of my friends at Fort Hindman, Arkansas. We just followed orders. In May of 1864 at a place called Vicksburg, a terrible battle that lasted until June, I lost the rest of my friends. During burial detail I found a man I knew from back home, my Uncle Thomas Tolbert. I was keeping records of just names, if we could find any. It was a rule for men to have their names and places they were from written down on their person. We assigned a number to their names which were written into a roll book, and placed only the number for their grave marker. Thomas Tolbert’s number was 364. I had it in mind that if I made it back home, I would let the family know his number.  

By the time I found my friends it was late in the day. I sat there crying until dark, trying to make up my mind to stay or get the hell out of there. I only had two months left until my two years of service were up so I stayed. Our unit moved to New Orleans in July, where we mustered out. Captain Carr gave a speech and asked if any of us wanted to re-enlist. He said if we did he could get us assigned to the west. Some of us did. What else were you going to do for a living? Rob banks? With all the slaves that were going to be free men I doubted if you could even buy a job.  

So, there I was, still in the Union Army. Captain Carr made me a Sergeant, for my service record was spotless. It was a damn good thing. Enlisted pay was only twelve and a half cents a day and for the past two years I had amassed ninety-one dollars and twenty-five cents. That was more money that I had ever seen before. Damn, I was rich. Sergeant pay was a lot better, at twenty-two dollars a month. Heck, I got a sixty-one cent a day raise, a new set of uniforms, a better mount, saddle and boots and leathers, a new Colt pistol and a 45/70 rifle. I was as happy as a church mouse in a new kitchen. 

Carr told me to take my men to Nacogdoches in Northwest Texas. He issued us a wagon and team, four weeks’ worth of supplies, and a boarding pass for a steam ship ride up the Mississippi River. I had a map he had drawn for the trip and orders to meet up with a Captain named Lewis. We were to take the steam boat up the Mississippi to the Nacogdoches trail. Captain Lewis was to head south and meet us there. 

It was nearly two weeks before Lewis showed up. When he arrived I learned that I was the only Sergeant in our unit. Sergeant Joe Horton had a good sound to it. We headed out west Nacogdoches and after nearly two weeks on the trail we came to Fort Worth, Texas. We were in need of supplies and the sheriff there was to be holding money that had been wired by the Army under the name of Captain Lewis. We bivouacked at the livery stable and told the men to stay put while Captain Lewis and I went to the sheriff’s office.  

When we met Sheriff John McKenzie I saw Luke and Beacher Tolbert’s names in a ledger. I told the sheriff they were my cousins and he told me they had become Texas Rangers. I asked him if he could get a message to them. 

“Yes, but it will take some time,” he said.  

I told him about Luke’s father being buried at Vicksburg and that his grave marker number was 364. 

“I’ll get it to him,” he assured me. 

All the men rode in the next morning to get supplies. Captain Lewis was a showman and wanted Fort Worth, Texas to know the Army was in town.  

We headed west to Fort Stockton. Along the way we saw a lot of short cedar trees. Mounted you could see for a long way across the hilly country. We saw a lot of long-horned cattle, too.  

One of my men said, “Them old bulls get mean as hell. They’ll kill a horse with them horns. I’ve seen some that looked to have horns close to six feet long on one side and even watched one scratch his tail with the tip of one horn.” 

At Sonora we ran into a bull-whacker going west and I asked him where he was headed. “Going to Fort Stockton,” he said. 

I told him we had supplies and uniforms for the fort. “Sergeant Joe Horton,” I introduced myself. 

“I’m Billy Bours,” he replied. He asked if we would give him a protection detail, said he’d already been robbed once. I asked him about it. 

“Mexicans stole my team and wagon and left me on the road with no water. Texas Ranger Luke Tolbert helped me get them back. He’s a very good man.” 

I told Billy that Luke was my cousin from Illinois. 

We finally arrived at the fort. The commanding officer held us at attention for close to an hour, telling new recruits about their duties and assignments there. We were to control the Apache and Mescalero Apache Indian tribes.  

“Barracks are to be clean at all times. The showers are out back but don’t waste water unless you like latrine duty. Wash your own clothes and hang them up out back, not in the barracks,” the commanding officer said both loudly and sternly. “Dismissed!” 

I ran to the shower, getting there first. Afterwards, in the barracks, I found a bottom bunk and I was happy until the morning. 
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A regiment officer got us up before daylight the following morning. After mess we marched around the grounds until after sun-up. Colonel Herring told Captain Lewis to form a regiment and go northeast to San Angelo. The Mescalero Apache were raiding towns and any settlements up and down the Concho River. 

We left the fort with forty-two men and a wagon full of supplies. Ten days out we came to the Conch River, having seen a lot of longhorn cattle. The damn big old bulls were mean. I had to shoot one while making camp. I guess we had invaded his territory. I told some of the men to butcher it jerk and dry some of the meat and fry the rest. At least we could have steak for supper seeing as how it was nearly dark. 

Sitting around the camp one of the older men got to talking about the Apache. He said, “They will not bother them longhorn cattle. They’re too mean and will run you down and kill you. You can’t even go after the calves because them cows will chase you off. Hell, I watched one kill a mountain lion last winter over at Junction. They’re not like buffalo that will just stand there and watch you butcher one of their own kind. I guess you can call the buffalo Indian friendly. Them damn longhorns ain’t friendly at all.” The longhorns were thicker than hairs on a dog’s back. 

The next day Captain Lewis sent me and four men up-river. He said, “Travel until sunset and watch for tracks. Bivouac with a cold camp and look for campfires. If you don’t find the Indians come back at sunrise.” 

After the moon went down I found the highest ground around me and watched until nearly sun-up. I guessed I could see for near two miles and saw no campfires. We headed on down-river at a fast gait because we needed to catch up with our unit.  

It was late that evening when we finally caught up with them. Captain Lewis had found an Apache camp down-stream. We never heard any gunshots but everyone in the camp was either dead or dying and the wikiups were on fire. Captain Lewis was going around and checking bodies when I caught up with him. I followed him for a while before he said anything.  

“The orders,” he said, “are to kill everyone.” 

“Even kids and women?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he came back. About that time a small child that must have been less than a year old, wrapped in a deer skin, started crying. Lewis had his service pistol out and cocked already. He just pointed it and pulled the trigger. 

Before I realized my reaction, I pulled my pistol out, stuck it in his ribs and pulled the trigger. The shot went right through his hear and made a big hole on the other side of him. There was some other shooting going on so nobody looked our way. I took my foot and rolled his carcass into a fire where three wikiups were bringing together. “Let the suffocated son of an unwed mother burn in hell,” I thought. 

I walked over to my horse, mounted up and rode north over across the river. I came across a Mescalero Apache and shot him in the head. How he’d gotten this far I would never know. A lot of them dressed in white men’s clothes. I dismounted and stripped his shirt and britches off. I got his moccasins that had fancy bead-work on the tops. 

I kept on riding north until I saw a town, which I thought had to be San Angelo. I skirted the town and kept on going north at a good gait. I knew my horse could hold for nearly ten hours and figured I’d already ridden him for close to four. When the moon came out and was overhead, I stopped at a small creek. I stripped down my horse and hobbled him in the grass next to the water.  
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